DISEASE   AND    PHILOSOPHY

mained philosophers of nature. It was impossible to interpret
physiology in chemical terms with any accuracy before Lavoisier
had introduced quantitative methods into chemistry.

Lavoisier died in 1794 and the revolution of chemistry took place
relatively late. Chemistry for a long time was burdened by a mysti-
cal heritage. Alchemy had sometimes exhibited the character of
a religious movement in which the attraction and repulsion of
chemical bodies assumed the value of symbols. Alchemists were
seeking the elixir of youth and the lapis philosophorum with the
help of which it should be possible to transmute one metal into
another. It was tempting and easy to link up chemical with astro-
logical views. Paracelsus had tried to set chemistry new tasks and
to make it a scientific discipline, but his own mysticism misled
many of his followers.

Conditions were different in physics, the foundation of which
was mathematics. Galileo died in 1642 and physics was more than a
century ahead of chemistry. In 1628 William Harvey, in describing
the circulation of the blood, demonstrated that a difficult prob-
lem of physiology could be solved experimentally by applying prin-
ciples of physics. We shall discuss his work in more detail in the
following chapter. Harvey's discovery, once it was accepted, made
a profound impression. If physics could explain the motion of the
blood, it seemed very likely that it could also explain other physio-
logical and even pathological processes.

Throughout the 17th century physicians were actively explor-
ing the functions of life in health and disease in terms of physics.
Descartes' philosophy influenced them very strongly. The trouble
with these iatrophysicists or iatromechanists was that they were
impatient. Harvey was a great man not only because he made a
great discovery but also because he knew his own limitations. He
solved one problem once and for all, and he had the courage to
leave other problems unsolved. He explained only what he could
demonstrate experimentally and was not afraid to admit that he
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